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I recall, as a young child, visiting Ernest Wadsworth (‘Uncle Ern’ to me) at his home 
at Chapel Brampton. On 31 July 1964, his widow Mrs Catherine Florence Wadsworth 
(‘Aunty Kate’) gave me a collection of his writings, which include poems and works of 
fiction. Amongst them is an exercise book titled ‘Autobiography of a Yokal’ whose 
101 pages were evidently written in 1954 or 1955, as the author mentioned that the 
next birthday would be his 79th. 


The manuscript is not only an autobiography. It includes the author’s views on 
subjects such as the shortcomings of what were then modern youth and features 
details no doubt partly harvested from the many printed books that he kept at home. 
In his small library was an eight-volume set of ‘British Battles on Land and Sea’, 
published by Cassell and Company - an edition stated to have been specially 
prepared for subscription and not obtainable through the general booksellers. Those 
particular books must have come to him when he was no more than nine years old, 
as this inscription is written at the front of the first book in the series: 
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Perhaps there was a benefactor. 
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It is not clear who the author thought would read the autobiography. From 1923 
until the end of his life, the other members of his household were Aunty Kate, their 
daughter Mabel and her husband Albert Dartnell. I do not know whether they read it 
from cover to cover, but they did recall Uncle Ern spending many hours (as he put it) 
‘writing for dear life’. 


Published autobiographies are often composed by people with extensive formal 
education or celebrities. Ernest Wadsworth fell into neither category. Therefore, what 
he said and how he said it provide relatively rare insights into the personality and 
experiences of an industrious craftsman who grew up in late-Victorian rural England, 
respectful (for the most part) of the local hierarchy. Depending on which of his 
parents one has in mind, he was a member of the first or the second generation of 
his close family to be literate. 


My own connection to the Wadsworth family is that Aunty Kate’s sister, Emma Eliza 
Bott (1878-1943) married Mark Howcutt (1880-1965). They were my grandparents. 


Francis Howcutt 
6 April 2024 


francishowcutt@qmail.com 


Emma and Mark Howcutt 
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Ernest Wadsworth 


Ernest Wadsworth was born on 4 February 1876 at Harlestone, some five miles 
north-west of the centre of Northampton, the third of a family of six children, all of 
who survived infancy. 


The population of the parish amounted to 569 in 1881 and fluctuated between 563 
and 645 in the censuses that were taken every ten years during the period 1821 to 
1911. Most houses were to be found either at Lower Harlestone (the area along or 
close to the main road from Northampton to Rugby) or at Upper Harlestone which is 
further to the south-west in the vicinity of the ‘Chapel’ labelled on the following 
Ordnance Survey map, which is based on surveys carried out in 1883-1885. 


Image courtesy of The National Library of Scotland 
https://maps.nls.uk/view/ 239765125 


The map shows the locations of some of the places mentioned in the diary such as 
Althorp, Harlestone House, Church Brampton, Chapel Brampton, Brampton Hill and 
Hopping Hill. 
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Ernest and his siblings were: 


Born Married Died 
Edward George 1872 Annie Jelf Hayman 1906 1923 Essex 
Eliza 1874 James Thomas Drage 1897 1956 Northampton 
Ernest 1876 Catherine Florence Bott 1898 1956 Chapel Brampton 
Emily 1878 George Cosby 1931 1960 Greens Norton? 

William Edwin Robins 1937 

Thomas 1880 Adele Chaumien 1910 1966 Saulieu, France 
Eva 1883 n/a 1974 Northampton 


Their parents, George Wadsworth and Adeline Meacock, had married at Flore - some 
seven miles from Harlestone - on 6 June 1870. 


George (1845-1919) had been born at Harlestone, the home of his Wadsworth 

forebears back to the latter part of the 18th century. Various censuses record his 
occupations as labourer, gardener, forester and bricklayer. Adeline (c.1848-1931) 
was born at Flore. Both George and Adeline grew up as children of large families. 


A school had been established at Harlestone as early as about 1710. However, Flore 
parish register confirms that, although at the time of their marriage Ernest’s mother 
was able to sign her name, his father simply supplied his mark. 
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Corresponding records of the previous generation disclose that all four of Ernest’s 
grandparents made their marks in the relevant parish registers when they married 
rather than providing signatures. These marriages were of: 

e William Wadsworth & Anne Smith at Harlestone on 31 May 1824 

e John Meacock & Elizabeth Robinson at Flore on 5 March 1827 


Ernest was living at Harlestone with his parents and siblings at the time of the 1881 
census. Ten years later, his widowed maternal grandmother Elizabeth Meacock had 
joined the household, her age being recorded as 84 and her occupation as ‘depends 
on friends’. 


The author’s earliest employments are described in the diary. He was living at 
Harlestone when on 19 July 1898 he married Catherine Florence Bott (1874-1965) of 
Naseby at her parish church. She was the oldest of the four daughters of Jesse Bott 
(1850-1891) and his wife Alice Crisp (1854-1938). 


Ernest and his wife set up home at Harlestone, where Mabel Florence, their only 
child, was born on 13 January 1901. The family were still living there when the 
census was held on 31 March of that year, Ernest’s occupation being recorded as a 
‘Bricklayers Labourer’. By 1911, they had moved to 4 Chapel Brampton (now 4 
Welford Road, Chapel Brampton). When Ernest completed the schedule required by 
the census held in that year, he described his occupation as ‘mason (estate)’. As well 
as the three members of the Wadsworth family in residence, a boarder was present 
at that juncture - Kate Clayton, a 34-year-old elementary school teacher. 
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4 Chapel Brampton was one of the many cottages in the area that were then owned 
by Lord Spencer. Viewed from the road, it was the left-hand half of a pair of houses 
that shared a single front door and entrance lobby. The ground floor consisted of a 
front room, kitchen and small pantry. Upstairs were two bedrooms. Until the 1960s, 
there was no bathroom or indoor sanitation. The WC was in a separate unheated 
building reached by a short walk through the garden behind the house. 


By the outbreak of the First World War, Ernest’s sister-in-law Emma Eliza Howcutt 
and her family were living at Waterworks Road, Brixton Hill in south London. 
Zeppelin airships had been spotted over Streatham as early as 1914. By 1916, air 
raids were taking place in London and Emma’s husband Mark was called up. It was 
agreed that Emma and their four children would move to stay with the Wadsworths 
at Chapel Brampton. 


Emma’s daughter Dorothy (1909-2006) recalled that Mabel started work at the Co- 
op in Northampton and went to live with her mother’s sister, Minnie Agnes Clipstone 
(‘Aunty Min’) (1881-1971), and her family at Kingsthorpe. For the two years when 
the Howcutt children lived at Chapel Brampton, their mother and aunt took turns to 
stay at home or go away to work. For some of the time, Kate was employed as the 
cook at the house of a doctor at Northampton Hospital. The alternative arrangement 
involved Emma being in service as a maid at Teeton Hall, about four miles from 
Chapel Brampton. Her afternoon off was on Thursday, when she would walk to and 
fro to visit her children, in winter returning to Teeton by the light of a lantern. 


On the night of the 1921 only Ernest, his wife and daughter were resident at their 
home. He was recorded as an ‘Estate Mason’, working for Earl Spencer at Althorp 
and Mabel as a shop assistant in the confectionary department of Northampton Co- 
operative Society. The latter part of Ernest’s working years was applied to the needs 
of Althorp and neighbouring properties of the Spencer estate. Page (80) of his 
autobiography indicates he retired from employment in about 1945. 
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Mabel and Catherine Wadsworth 


A red-letter day arrived on 18 August 1923 when Mabel married Albert Parker 
Dartnell. For many years, Albert worked at the Co-op in Northampton, so they may 
well have first met at work there. The marriage took place in the parish church at 
Church Brampton, followed by a wedding breakfast in the picturesque school at 
Chapel Brampton - this was a short walk from the Wadsworth family home but was 
demolished in the 1960s along with Brampton Hall to make way for a housing 
development named Cedar Hythe. 
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Mabel and her father Albert and Mabel Dartnell 


Back row - Albert & Mabel Dartnell, Ernest Wadsworth 
Front row — Dorothy Howcutt, Muriel & Marjorie Clipstone 
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The wedding breakfast at Chapel Brampton school 


On 30 November 1956, Ernest died at home at Chapel Brampton, having suffered 
from kidney disease and arteriosclerosis. He was buried in the churchyard at Church 


Brampton three days later. Aunty Kate (pictured below) remained in the cottage until 
her death in 1965. 


Though sometimes poorly as he had been gassed in the First World War, Albert 
passed his 90th birthday before he expired in 1987. A few years later, Mabel moved 
from Chapel Brampton to Wootton - her last home before she died in 1993. Mabel 
and Albert had no children, so Ernest Wadsworth is without living descendants. 
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Autobiography of a Yokal -— the manuscript 
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Commentary 


Further information about individuals and places has been included below. The 
reference numbers at the start of each comment point to the numbers running from 
(1) to (101) that are written at the top of each page of Ernest Wadsworth’s 
manuscript. They do not correspond with the numbers printed without brackets at 
the foot of every page of this edition. 


Much about the history of Harlestone, clearly the result of extensive research in 
original sources, can be found in ‘Village Roots - a History of Harlestone up to the 
Twentieth Century’ by Margaret Forrest (2009), a book referred to below as ‘Village 
Roots’. 


(2) Harlestone House was built in 1715 and initially named Harlestone Park. Major 
alterations to the building were carried out between 1809 and 1811 along with 
landscaping of the grounds to designs by Humphrey Repton. 


The mansion and associated estate were sold to the 4th Earl Spencer in 1832. Earl 
Spencer's principal home was at Althorp, so Harlestone House was occupied at 
various times by other members of the Spencer family and by tenants. The final 
resident, from 1891 until her death in 1928, was the Duchess of Grafton. The house 
was demolished in 1940. 


(3) Ernest was the third of George & Adeline’s children. All survived infancy so when 
he was young at least five people were living in the tiny cottage described. 


(4) T Wilson - The 1871 census lists Thomas Wilson at Harlestone. He was a 60- 
year-old grazier who farmed 54 acres, employing three men and two boys. He was 
not recorded at Harlestone in 1881 census. 


(6) The old pair next door - When the 1881 census took place, only one of the 
houses recorded before or after the Wadsworth home contained anyone older than 
Ernest’s parents. The neighbours listed immediately before George and Adeline 
Wadsworth’s household were Joseph Tarry, a 73-year-old labourer who had been 
born at Harlestone, and his wife Hannah who was a year younger and was born at 
Brington. Joseph Tarry’s age was recorded as 80 when he was buried at Harlestone 
on 5 January 1888. Hannah Tarry was 82 when she was buried there on 21 January 
1892. 


Joseph Tarry of Harlestone and Hannah Battison of Brington had married at her 
parish church in 1826. 
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(6) Lady Southampton - Ismania Catherine Nugent (1838-1918), a daughter of 
Walter Nugent, was the second wife of Charles FitzRoy, 3rd Baron Southampton, who 
died in 1872. The 1881 census lists their five children (aged between 11 and 17) in 
residence at Harlestone House, along with nine resident servants. The children’s 
mother was evidently elsewhere on the census night. 


(8) Taty Wells - The 1871 census of Harlestone recorded Martha Wells at 
‘Beerhouse’, working as a beerseller. In 1881, she was still a beer retailer but ten 
years later described as a grocer. John Wells and Martha Irons, both of Harlestone, 
married at the parish church in 1859. John Wells died on 20 March 1870, leaving 
Martha a widow with three young children and expecting a fourth who was born 28 
days later. 


(11) Canon Bury - William Bury (1839-1927) was rector of Harlestone from 1882- 
1907. Details of his career can be found in ‘Northamptonshire and Rutland Clergy 
from 1500’ by Rev Henry Isham Longden (Northampton 1938), Volume II, p. 327. 
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3Q9M-CS8J-79XQ- 
L?i=288&cat=211404 
On 27 May 1927, Northampton Mercury reported: 
‘Rev. William Bury, 87, formerly rector of Hazelbeech, and Harleston, whose death 
occurred at Sevenoaks, had the unique experience, while Canon Residentiary of 
Peterborough, of reading his own obituary twice - in March and July 1920.’ 


(17) Queen Victoria’s jubilee - 20 June 1887 was the 50th anniversary of the 
Queen’s accession. 


(20) The new town hall, Northampton - The first part of the Guildhall was built in 
1861-4. The building was extended on the west in 1889-92. 


Northampton Guildhall by Tony Hisgett 
Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic licence 
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(21) J Lansbury - There were a number of people with the surname Lansbury and its 
variations who lived in the vicinity of Harlestone in the late 19th century. ‘J Lansbury’ 
has not been positively identified. It is possible that he may have been John 
Lansbury aged 81 whose death was registered in 1906 in the Brixworth registration 
district — at the time of the 1901 census, this person was recorded as John 
Lantsbury, a widower living at East Haddon. 


(31) Reading room - ‘Village Roots’ p. 77 recounts that ‘In 1883 Canon William Bury, 
the Rector, first mentioned the need for a room for readings and other meetings, to 
replace the room in a beer house on Fisher’s Hill (now called Windmill Hill on the 
A428 in Lower Harlestone) at that time used as a parish hall’. It seems likely that 
this was the reading room mentioned in the manuscript, as a purpose-built Institute 
at Harlestone was not opened until 1924. 


(33) Countess Spencer - Charlotte Seymour (1835-1903) married the ‘Red Earl’ in 
1858. 


(37) Red Earl - John Spencer, 5th Earl Spencer (1835-1910) was known as the ‘Red 
Earl’ because of his long red beard. 


(38) The old blind man who walked from Brington - This individual has not been 
identified. The 1881, 1891 & 1901 censuses of Great Brington and Little Brington do 


not record any of the residents as being blind. 


(46) The chapel - On 23 May 1874, Northampton Mercury reported the opening of 
the new Baptist chapel, which took place four days earlier. It stood in Upper 
Harlestone and took the place of an earlier building which was situated in Lower 
Harlestone. 


(52) Lhad two of the Bots in view at the same time - Ernest married Catherine 
Florence Bott, who was 19 months his senior. The other Bott sister mentioned was 
presumably the next oldest of that family - Emma Eliza, who was 29 months younger 
than Ernest. 


(56) Prince Alexander Munster of Derneburg (1858-1922) was the owner of 
Maresfield Park, near Uckfield, Sussex from 1899 but it was confiscated by the 
Government early in the First World War. 


(67) Farmer named Bramley - This section may relate to the same incident 
described on page (33), which took place early in Ernest’s working life. Of those 
listed in the 1891 census, the two most likely people to be this farmer are: 

e Samuel Brambley, aged 48, a farmer living at Fleetlands Farm, Harlestone 
along with his wife, son Thomas (aged 20) and daughter Mary (aged 15) anda 
visitor. 

e John Brambley, aged 33, a stone mason and farmer living at an unnamed farm 
house at Little Brington with his wife, three daughters (aged 9, 2 and six 
months) and a son (aged 8), as well as his brother-in-law and a servant. 


(74) Man named Baldwin - At the time of the 1881 census, there were six men with 
that surname living at Church Brampton. 
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(74) Man named Dent - The 1881 census lists five men with that surname living at 
Harlestone. 


(92) Man called Goldby at Lower Harlestone - The 1881 census records seven men 
with that surname living in the parish of Harlestone. 


(97) Mr Sanders - In 1881, Henry Sanders was the farmer at Brampton Hill. He was 
58 years old and had been born at Harlestone. At that time, he employed nine men 
and eight boys to help with 360 acres. His household included his wife Grace, 
children Henry C and Annie S, along with three servants (Eliza Rigby, Sarah Carter 
and Micheal Duffey). On 16 October 1903, Northampton Mercury reported the death 
four days earlier of Henry Sanders of Brampton Hill aged 81 and stated that: 

‘His name was originally Mr Henry Cooper, son of the late Mr C Cooper of 

Harleston, but on succeeding to the estate of his uncle he took the name of 

Sanders.’ 


(97) Cooper of Harlestone - The only man with that surname who was recorded as 
living in Harlestone in 1881 was John Cooper, a butcher and grazier of 8 acres who 
employed one man and one boy. He had been born at West Haddon. The other 
members of his household were his wife Sarah, a servant (Annie Watson) and a 
lodger (Annie Cooch). 
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